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A key goal of school choice is creating competition that spurs innovation and improvement in traditional public 

schools. If schools of choice attract students away from traditional public schools—leading to lower enrollment 

and reduced funding for traditional public schools—district and school leaders may respond to this competi-

tive pressure by strengthening the quality of the affected schools. However, critics of school choice have raised 

the concern that this competitive pressure might negatively affect students in traditional public schools. For 

example, reduced funding for traditional public schools could lead to weaker instructional programs for stu-

dents, or schools of choice might attract the highest-performing students away from traditional public schools, 

leaving behind a larger proportion of lower-performing students or students with special needs.

Policymakers considering school choice need to understand how it affects students who attend schools 

of choice, but they should also account for its effect on students who remain in traditional public schools. 

Recent work has summarized the evidence on how school choice affects students who participate. In con-

trast, this brief describes key findings on how two types of school choice—charter schools and private school 

vouchers—affect student achievement in traditional public schools. The brief also addresses the implications 

of this evidence for policymakers and proposes next steps for research.

could affect other student outcomes in traditional 

public schools, this review focused specifically on 

student achievement. These studies measured 

how the achievement of traditional public school 

students changed over time as their schools faced 
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A. Key findings on the effect 
of school choice on traditional 
public schools
We scanned the research over the past 20 years to 

identify studies that measured the effect of school 

choice on traditional public schools. Although there 

is a large amount of research on the effects of school 

choice, only a small portion of the studies focused 

on how school choice affects student achievement in 

traditional public schools. 

We summarize key findings from 35 studies that 

plausibly isolate the effect of school choice on 

achievement in traditional public schools (a Litera-

ture Review to Inform Research for Action on School 

Choice, with more detail about the literature scan, 

is available upon request). Although school choice 
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increasing—or decreasing—competition from 

school choice (for example, as the number of char-

ter schools located nearby increased). To increase 

the likelihood that these studies isolate the effect of 

school choice on achievement, we excluded studies 

that did not account for (1) changes in the compo-

sition of students in the traditional public schools, 

and (2) the possibility that schools of choice purpose-

fully locate near low-performing traditional public 

schools. Although we intended to present findings 

for multiple types of school choice, all but 2 of the 

35 identified studies focused on charter schools and 

vouchers. None of the studies that met our require-

ments measured the effects of magnet schools on 

traditional public schools.

The available evidence from the 35 studies suggests 

the following:

1.	 Most studies find that charter schools have either 
no effect or a small positive effect on the achieve-
ment of students who remain in traditional public 
schools. Almost all of the studies found that charter 

schools had no effect on achievement in traditional 

public schools (10 studies), mixed effects (2 studies), 

or small positive effects (9 studies) (See Figure 1). The 

studies examined the effect of charter schools in 14 

large urban school districts and across six states 

during time periods when the number of charter 

schools expanded.1 

    The effect of charter schools on traditional pub-

lic schools may depend, in part, on the amount of 

competition from charter schools. For example, large 

effects on traditional public schools might not be 

expected until a substantial proportion of students in 

a district attend charter schools. Most of the studies 

measured effects in the years after charters were first 

introduced or expanded, so the overall proportion of 

students attending charter schools tended to be low. 

For example, four of the studies examined charter 

schools in North Carolina, where about 1 percent of 

public school students attended charter schools. 

    All of the studies focused on elementary and middle 

school grades, and seven of the studies also includ-

ed high schools. Any positive effects on traditional 

public schools were typically small. For example, 

Figure 1. Summary of findings on the 
effect of charter schools on traditional 
public schools
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Figure 2. Summary of findings on the 
effect of private school vouchers on 
traditional public schools
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when a charter school located within 2.5 to 5 miles 

of a traditional public school, student achievement 

increased by about 1 percentile point in math and 

reading. Only 3 of the 35 studies found negative 

effects on traditional public schools. 

	 A national study of charter schools was released 

after we completed our review of the literature (Grif-

fith 2019). The study measured the combined effect 

of charter schools on the students they serve and on 

students in traditional public schools. Although the 

study did not directly measure the competitive ef-

fect of charters, the author suggests an effect that is 

consistent with our overall finding of a small effect 

or no effect on students in traditional public schools. 

2.	Studies consistently find that private school 
voucher programs lead to modest improve-
ments in the achievement of non-participat-
ing students. All but one of the nine studies of 

vouchers found that they had a positive effect on 

the achievement of students in traditional public 

schools. These studies examined the effect of two 

statewide voucher programs (Ohio and Florida) and 

voucher programs in three large, urban districts 

(Milwaukee, San Antonio, and Washington, DC). Al-

though the voucher programs in these studies of-

ten served a large number of students—for exam-

ple, approximately 2,000 in Washington, DC, 7,000 

in Ohio, and 28,000 in Florida—they tended to 

represent a fairly small proportion of overall public 

school enrollment.2 Three of the programs target-

ed vouchers to students from low-income families 

or students in the lowest-performing schools, 

while the other two programs were available to all 

students. The size of student achievement gains 

was modest in most of the studies according to the 

authors, but Florida’s A-Plus program, which com-

bined vouchers with school accountability, found 

fairly large impacts.

B. Two perspectives on the policy 
implications of the research 
Despite fairly consistent findings across the stud-

ies identified in our evidence review, a symposium 

of researchers and policymakers sponsored by 

the Walton Family Foundation in December 2018 

revealed different perspectives about how policy-

makers should respond to this research. We provide 

a high-level summary of the two perspectives below.

Perspective 1: The research is too problematic 
to draw conclusions or policy implications.

One perspective noted that the reviewed studies use 

research designs that are imperfect and could either 

Perspective 2

The research is not perfect, but the 
findings are consistent and have 

implications for policy.

Perspective 1

The research is too problematic to draw 
conclusions or policy implications.

Figure 3. Two perspectives on policy implications of the research
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overestimate or underestimate the benefits (or 

costs) of school choice on traditional public schools. 

Rigorously studying the effect of school choice on 

traditional public schools is difficult. The strongest 

research design—an experiment that randomly 

assigns different levels of charter school competi-

tion to different traditional public schools—is not 

feasible in this context. As a result, the studies use a 

less rigorous design that examines how outcomes in 

traditional public schools change when faced with 

changing levels of competition from school choice. 

In addition, about half of these studies measure the 

effect of school-level responses to choice and do not 

fully measure the effect of districtwide responses 

to school choice competition. If competition from 

school choice affects all schools in a district (and not 

just those facing the most direct competition from 

school choice), the studies may not fully capture 

how traditional public schools respond to compe-

tition. This is problematic because schools may be 

limited in their ability to respond to competition 

from school choice. For example, schools may have 

minimal influence over how their funding is allo-

cated or which curricula or instructional program 

their teachers use. A few studies found that schools 

responded to charter competition with additional 

marketing strategies to recruit students, but did 

not make substantial curricular or instructional 

changes (Zimmer and Buddin 2009; Loeb et al. 2011; 

Lubienski 2006; Kim et al. 2013).

Any real change brought about by competition may 

come from actions of the school district, which 

could affect all schools in the district (including 

those facing less direct competition from school 

choice). For example, districts may implement 

new instructional programs, take additional steps 

to improve school quality, or find ways to use 

resources more efficiently. If districts lose funding 

as students transfer to schools of choice, they may 

reduce the amount of services or instructional 

resources in schools across the district. In some 

cases, districts may seek opportunities for collab-

oration between schools of choice and traditional 

public schools (Holley et al. 2013). Alternatively, 

districts may also take steps to slow the growth of 

charter schools or limit their access to resources 

needed to compete with traditional public schools.

KEY

Charter Schools

Traditional Public Schools

Figure 4. Example of charter school competition in Denver Public Schools

Source: https://fordhaminstitute.org/charter-school-deserts/
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Measuring district-level responses to school choice 

is challenging, making it difficult to produce credible 

evidence. To measure district-level effects, research-

ers need to use statewide data to make comparisons 

between schools across multiple school districts 

that face differing levels of competition from schools 

of choice. Among the studies we identified, twelve 

measured the district-level effect of charter school 

competition (in four states). The findings from these 

studies are consistent with the broader set of findings 

—nine of the twelve studies found that charter 

school competition had no effect or led to small 

improvements in the achievement of traditional 

public school students (two studies found a negative 

effect and one found mixed effects). However, addi-

tional evidence on district-level effects is needed to 

reach a consensus on the findings.

Perspective 2: The research is not perfect, 
but the findings are consistent and have 
implications for policy.

Another perspective views the research findings as 

offering consistent evidence that charter schools and 

vouchers do not negatively affect achievement in tra-

ditional public schools, and may lead to improvement 

in achievement. Although the studies did not use 

the most rigorous experimental designs, they used a 

variety of non-experimental approaches—each with 

their own strengths and weaknesses—to measure 

school choice in a variety of contexts and taken 

together they have produced consistent findings.

This perspective suggests a few policy implica-

tions. First, the findings do not support a com-

mon critique of school choice—that it harms the 

achievement of students in traditional public 

schools. Critics have raised concerns that school 

choice could shift money away from traditional 

public schools or attract the highest-performing or 

most-motivated students away from these schools. 

However, the studies provide consistent evidence 

that charter schools and voucher programs do not 

harm student achievement in traditional public 

schools and they potentially improve it. 

Second, neither does the evidence support a key 

premise behind school choice—that competition 

from schools of choice will improve the quality of tra-

ditional public schools. Given that charter schools 

had no effect or led to small improvements in tra-

ditional public schools, this suggests that opening 

charter schools and introducing vouchers are not 

strong policy levers for improving achievement 

in traditional public schools. On the other hand, 

studies suggest that a potential benefit of voucher 

programs is their small positive effect on student 

achievement in traditional public schools. Policy-

makers must balance this evidence with the effects 

of vouchers on students who use them. Overall, this 

perspective suggests that districts can focus their 

decisions about expanding school choice based on 

how they think schools of choice will affect students 

who attend them, without harming or helping the 

students who remain in traditional public schools.

C. Recommendations for 
additional research necessary 
to inform school choice policy
The findings from our literature scan and the differ-

ing perspectives on their policy implications suggest 

a few key areas where additional evidence is needed.

Recommendations for Research

☑	Analyze district-level responses to school 
choice competition

☑	Examine the possibility of a tipping point 
for school choice competition.

☑	Understand how districts respond to 
competition from school choice.

☑	Examine how school choice effects other 
student outcomes.

☑	Expand research to understand how other 
types of school choice effect achievement 
in traditional public schools. 
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Improve methods for analyzing the effect of dis-
trict-level responses to school choice competition. 
If policy responses to charter competition are more 

likely to happen at the district level, it is critical 

for policymakers to understand the effect of these 

district-level responses to school choice. Measuring 

district-level effects requires statewide data to make 

comparisons across districts—for example, mea-

suring gains in achievement in districts that faced 

increasing competition from school choice relative 

to gains in achievement in similar districts that 

did not face increasing competition. Ideally, these 

studies would measure both district- and school-

level responses to school choice to understand their 

relative importance. A clear conceptual framework 

for the different ways that districts and schools 

respond to school choice and how those responses 

ultimately influence teaching and learning is needed 

to guide this research.

Examine the possibility of a tipping point for 
competition from school choice. One potential 

limitation of the current evidence is that several of 

the studies measured the effect of charter com-

petition fairly early in the evolution of the charter 

school sector. If the intensity or scale of a district’s 

response depends on the amount of competition 

from school choice, then the level of competition 

may not have been sufficient to fully affect tradi-

tional public schools. It is critical for studies to char-

acterize the level of competition from school choice 

and for policymakers to understand this context 

when assessing the results. Future research could 

address this need by assessing whether there is a 

tipping point needed for school choice competition 

to affect students in traditional public schools.

Develop an understanding of how districts respond 
to competition from school choice. Although 

measuring the effect of district responses to school 

choice is a challenge, the field can conduct stud-

ies that improve understanding of how districts 

respond to competition. Policymakers may not 

explicitly link certain policy shifts to competition 

from school choice, even though the competition 

could have contributed to the policy direction. 

Therefore, studies may need to document key dis-

trict policies or interview district officials before and 

after a change in charter school competition. These 

studies could address questions such as: What are 

the most common policy responses to school choice? 

How do these responses differ when the district 

authorizes local charter schools? What aspects of the 

local context influence these responses (for example, 

a district with declining student enrollment)?

These studies could inform the design of studies 

that examine how district-level responses affect 

traditional public schools. For example, if districts 

tend to use a particular set of policies or programs 

in response to competition, studies could measure 

the effect of each of these policies and programs 

to understand how charter competition influences 

student achievement. 

Consider the effect of school choice competition 
on other types of student outcomes. While student 

achievement is an important predictor of students’ 

long-term outcomes, it is important for policymak-

ers to understand how competition from school 

choice affects other types of outcomes that have 

consequences for students. For example, if charter 

schools have a particular focus on civics that leads 

to improvements in students’ civic participation, 

might this lead nearby traditional public schools 

to try some of the same strategies? Or, if charter 

schools have a strong focus on reducing dropouts 

and increasing college enrollment, could that 

encourage traditional public schools to take steps 

that improve those outcomes for their students? 

More broadly, could competition from school choice 

lead to different social-emotional learning outcomes 

(for example, if school choice attracts certain types 

of students away from traditional public schools, it 

may affect the learning environment within those 

schools). A key concern for policymakers is whether 

school choice affects the level of racial and economic 

integration across schools (see the companion brief 

“How Does School Choice Affect Racial Integration?” 

for more). Future research should consider how 

school choice affects these other types of outcomes 

for students in traditional public schools.

https://www.mathematica.org/our-publications-and-findings/publications/ib-how-does-school-choice-affect-racial-integration
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Address the lack of research on the effects of 
magnet schools, districtwide choice, and inter-dis-
trict choice on traditional public schools. Although 

there is evidence on the effect of magnet schools, 

districtwide choice, and inter-district choice on 

students who take advantage of these choice 

options, our review did not identify rigorous 

studies that examined how they affect students 

who remain in their neighborhood school. Mag-

net schools are fairly prevalent across the coun-

try—there are over 3,000 magnet schools in 600 

school districts (Polikoff and Hardaway 2017)—and 

districtwide choice and inter-district choice are 

becoming more prevalent (Education Commission 

of the States 2017). As policymakers are faced with 

decisions about whether to implement these types 

of school choice offerings, they need an evidence 

base to guide their decisions. In addition to mea-

suring the impact of these school choice options 

on student achievement, it will also be important 

to understand the contextual and programmatic 

factors that influence their effectiveness.

Endnotes
1 The studies examined the following districts: Chicago, 
Denver, Milwaukee, New York City, Philadelphia, San Diego, 
Washington, DC, a large southwestern district, and six 
California districts; and the following states: Florida, Mas-
sachusetts, Michigan, North Carolina, Ohio, and Texas.
2 One exception is Milwaukee, where about 17,000 stu-
dents or about 18 percent of the district’s students partic-
ipated in the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program.
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location as a separate study for the purpose of our 
literature review. The study found positive effects on 
traditional public schools in Texas and no effect in Ohio, 
Chicago, Denver, Milwaukee, Philadelphia, and San Diego.
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